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I.
Community Practicum Proposal Introduction
My Engagement Journalism community practicum has engaged New York City group
home residents, self advocates, and their families in making the process of tracking
abuse and neglect complaints that move through the New York State Justice Center for
the Protection of People with Special Needs more transparent and communicative.
Increasing transparency will be part of a broader effort to investigate whether group
homes are safe and fulfilling environments.
New York City’s network of group homes for adults with disabilities is licensed and
regulated by the states’ Office for People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD).
OPWDD and the New York State Justice Center for the Protection of People with
Special Needs work as two arms of the same system to serve more than 100,000
people. When a group home resident in either a state-run home or voluntarily-run home
is mistreated, the Justice Center handles how the report is investigated, substantiated
(or not), and what happens next. This whole system is funded by Medicaid.
There are three goals to my work: to center the voices of disabled group home
residents, to use engagement to figure out how transparent the Justice Center’s
communication is, and to make complaints easier to track. The questions I sought to
answer include: What are specific examples of corruption I can find through anecdotal
and documented evidence? How does corruption hurt residents, staff, and families?
How transparent is the Justice Center when it comes to residents and families
understanding the abuse/neglect complaint substantiation process? How can increasing
transparency help my community and raise awareness for people outside the
community?
II.
Community Practicum Proposal Background Information
My twin brother Matt has autism, and throughout our lives he has let me into the world
of disability that many people don’t get a chance to see. Understanding his world has
made me an advocate and has shaped my journalistic interests.
Prior to beginning my Master’s, I made the conscious decision to follow more disabled
people on social media, filling my timeline with community voices. I had worked for
nearly two years as an assistant editor at a parenting magazine and covered special
education, Medicaid, and disability programming, so I had talked to many parents and

advocates in the disability community—but, I realized, not enough disabled people.
Following more disabled voices helped me see that
● Journalists often miscover and undercover disability
● Journalists don’t always ask disabled people how they would prefer to be
referred to
● Journalists don’t center disabled voices in stories about disability issues
One of my goals is to change all of that. In my first semester at Newmark, I mapped out
the people and entities involved in New York City’s system of group homes for people
with I/DD in this Stormboard, and used blue markers to denote places I could see
potential for abuse.

After creating the map I set out to speak with community members. I posted callouts on
Twitter, Reddit, and Facebook. Through one Facebook group, almost a dozen parents
and siblings of people with I/DD who live in New York’s group homes messaged me
privately, willing to tell their stories. I interviewed all of them. I asked them to tell me their
stories however they chose. I listened to tangible stories of abuse and neglect that their
loved ones had experienced. Through one source I connected with Cathy, my primary
source now, who lives in an ADAPT Community Network group home on Staten Island.
I speak with Cathy every Friday at 2pm, getting to know her better every week. She has
let me into her world.

I published my semester’s worth of findings about who my community is and what it
needs in a Medium post entitled “Abuse is still happening in group homes for people
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. I want to help people stop it.” To sum it
all up, my community includes group home residents, their families, the staff that work
within group homes, advocates, activists, lawyers, doctors, and more. The community
needs the space to have its voices amplified; residents need to know how to advocate
for themselves; families need to know signs of abuse to look for; residents and families
need more transparent communication from the Justice Center (or an alternative); and
the group home system in itself needs more consistent funding from the state to
mediate one of its most persistent problems: low staff quality and retention. Challenges
within my community include getting informed consent from residents, avoiding the
pitfalls journalists covering disability often succumb to, getting into homes to visit, and a
lack of transparency from state agencies.
III.
What I Did for My Practicum—And Why
After months of listening to group home residents and their families, I could’ve told a
thousand stories. There are so many issues within this system and so many voices that
deserve amplification. But one agency and issue stuck out: Residents and families have
been continually frustrated by the Justice Center for the Protection of People with
Special Needs. Their specific concerns include:
● No/little communication during the investigation process
● Cases that family members feel are irrefutable have been returned as
"unsubstantiated”—sometimes several cases per individual resident
● Inaccessible information because of a difficult-to-navigate website and
language that might present a barrier to understanding
● Little awareness of the Justice Center itself
● Private agencies that are allowed to self-investigate cases of abuse and
neglect contribute to a culture of cases going unsubstantiated so agencies can
protect themselves.
Here are just a few things people have to say. These are opinions based on peoples’
individual experiences with the Justice Center; the cases represented in these quotes
have not been independently verified. But it is my job to listen to my community and
reflect their concerns.
● “I have experienced abuse and neglect going unfounded, and the abuse
continues.”
—Eric Bisantz, who lives in an Individual Residential Alternative group home in
Buffalo

● “I am very disheartened by the Justice Center. They have not helped me once.”
—Barbara Rios, whose daughter lives in an IRA in Suffolk County
● “If I spoke up to staff, they would get mad and go on their way. So I was very
careful of what I chose to speak up about. I walked on eggshells all 15 years I
was there.”
—Kelly Thomas, who lived in a Steuben County IRA from 2001-2016
● “I’m disappointed that the agencies designed to protect vulnerable individuals are
really kind of falling down on their jobs. I’m not afraid of hard work, I don’t shy
away from doing what needs to be done. But it feels like we’re constantly
treading water.”
—One Westchester mom whose son lives in a group home
These are just the people who have been willing to go on the record. Family members
have also expressed hesitancy about going on the record for my pieces for fear of
retaliation against their loved ones.
According to director of public information Christine Buttigieg, the Justice Center
“undertakes extensive outreach efforts,” including hosting seminars for individuals and
families, soliciting feedback from an Advisory Council (50 percent of Council members
are individuals who have received services or their personal representatives), and
operating an Individual and Family Support Unit. The Center’s website was also
overhauled in 2019 to make agency processes more accessible, Buttigieg says.
Residents and families can call 800-624-4143 or email
supportcoordinator@justicecenter.ny.gov to contact advocates.
Ultimately, residents and families have found the Justice Center’s information to be
inaccessible and its communications to be untransparent.
I created two things for my practicum. The first is a service reporting Medium post that
walks families and the public through the Justice Center’s investigation process. This
post aims to make the process more transparent and connect people to resources
should they need help throughout the process. It’s also meant to educate members of
the public on what can happen inside group homes. The piece begins with quotes from
my community explaining their issues with the Justice Center, the Center’s response,
and then a step-by-step explanation of the Justice Center’s investigation process. This
part of the piece mirrors the self-advocacy guide in that it’s simplified. The Justice
Center’s site is full of jargon—regurgitating that wouldn’t have been a service to anyone.
I also created an accessible-self advocacy guide for group home residents called “How
to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home.”
This self-advocacy guide teaches residents:

●
●
●
●

How to identify abuse and neglect
Who to call if abuse or neglect occurs in their group home
How the Justice Center’s investigation process works
What their rights are as residents.

In order to truly solve these information gaps, I needed to make sure my guide was
understandable and usable for as many people as possible. It has:
● Been translated into plain language by Dr. Rebecca Monteleone of the University
of Toledo
● Will soon be translated into Braille
● Undergone pre-publication review with an attorney
● I used a different delivery method for each resident and family recipient after
asking how they best receive information. I mailed the guide to Cathy, sent other
sources the Google doc, and pasted the contents of the guide into the body of an
email for others.
Even with all of these accessibility methods in place, some people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities might not be served by this guide. In the future, I’d like to
create audio and visual versions of “How to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home” to
reach people for whom reading isn’t the best way to absorb information.
IV.

Metrics, Outcomes, and Impact

As I’ve said, my community receives information in untraditional ways, so I had to
deliver my guide in untraditional ways—and measure impact on an individual, granular
level. After sending the guide to about 10 people, I’ve gotten feedback from 5 residents
and family members so far by asking them directly: Is this helpful? Is this needed?
Some responses I’ve gotten so far include:
● “I just reviewed your guide and it was even helpful to me, as a college graduate.
Thank you for including the numbers to the Justice Center. I am going to archive
it in my email to refer to from time to time. I wish I would have had a guide like
that when I transferred out my IRA (Individual Residential Alternative). When I
moved out of a certified residential setting into my own apartment it was a
complete cultural shock.”
—Kelly Thomas, who lived in a Steuben County IRA from 2001-2016
● “I think this information is direly needed to be understood among the ID-DD folks
and I sincerely appreciate you putting this together and testing it out. I think
Cathy would grasp the overall concepts but not remember the name of the justice
center, its phone number or the procedural steps and for these reasons it might
be helpful for her to possess a business card with this info. I think all residents

residing in IRA's should have one and or this info should be readily visible to
them much the same as minimum wage rates must be posted at workplaces.”
—Loretta McCarty, whose sister Cathy lives in an IRA on Staten Island
● “It’s all about how to be safe at home. You wrote it for me, thank you.”
—Cathy McCarty
This feedback reflects a principle we learned in Entrepreneurial Journalism with Jeremy
Caplan: Some products will be successful not because they reach thousands of people,
but because a smaller population’s need for the product is deep. For my community, the
need for advocacy, agency, and accessible information runs deep.
I have communicated with the Self-Advocacy Association of New York, Disability Rights
New York, and the Center for Independence of the Disabled New York about distributing
“How to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home.” SANYS has agreed to help distribute so
far. That will allow me to measure success through their metrics and reach more people
who trust this organization. In the future, I want to partner with as many disability rights
groups across the state as possible to get this to as many people as possible.
Other aspects of the last year and a half have more quantifiable impact. My initial
Medium post about my community, “I have a twin brother, Matt. Here’s why that’s
important.”, got 446 views and 254 reads for a 57% read ratio. My December 2020
Medium post “Abuse is still happening in group homes for people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities. I want to help people stop it.” got 613 views and 282 reads
for a 46% read ratio. I’m tracking the impact of my final Medium post, “Agency,
inclusion, and empathy as power: The last dispatch from my MA in Engagement
Journalism” as well.
I’ve continually engaged with families through social media. Here are just some
examples of impact I’ve made:

V.

The Bigger Picture

I loved my time at Newmark. I loved connecting with my community, exploring part of
the disability space I am endlessly fascinated (and consistently angered) by, and
potentially making a difference in peoples’ lives. If I could do it again, I would narrow my
focus to the Justice Center’s inconsistencies sooner, giving myself more time to collect
experiences that informed “How to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home,” and build a
more detailed distribution plan to reach more people. But the good news is...there’s no
reason my work is ending anytime soon.

I’ve always known I wanted to be a journalist. But this program gave me an avenue to
engage with, work with, and write about exactly the community and issues I’ve always
wanted to, and the experience has been invaluable.
Some of my most important lessons:
1. Ask your community what journalists get wrong. Without asking and learning
that journalists have excluded disabled people from disability narratives, I
wouldn’t have known to so consciously center disabled voices. Without asking, I
wouldn’t have learned that I needed to ask people how they want to be referred
to. Without asking, I wouldn’t have learned the common journalistic tropes and
practices that infuriate disabled people the most, and I wouldn’t have learned
what my community feels is missing from journalistic coverage. Disability rights
issues and problems within group homes are definitely covered. But I can’t point
you to a mainstream news piece about group homes, for example, that assumes
the group home residents have enough agency to be the main sources.
2. Listen—really listen. When someone is finished telling their story, reflect it back
to them in your own words to make sure you got it right.
3. Build relationships untraditionally. I FaceTimed one of my resident sources,
Cathy, almost every Friday for a year. It wasn’t for use in any particular story. It
was to get to know her and see inside her world. I can say it feels like she trusts
me and loves talking to me, and I know our FaceTimes will continue after
graduation.
4. Listening extends to conversations with state agencies—but make sure
you ask specific questions. I communicated frequently with people from
OPWDD and the Justice Center. Often, I came to the agencies after hearing
community members’ experiences with alleged abuse, neglect, intransparency,
noncommunication, and more that was infuriating to me as someone who is a
member-adjacent of this community and who is passionate about disability rights.
I wanted to come in blazing—but instead I said, “Part of my job is reflecting my
community’s concerns to OPWDD/The Justice Center. I have heard X, Y, and Z
from people. What is your response to that?” I also asked very specific,
fact-based questions about things I felt just didn’t line up. As my professor
Andrew Lehren said, agencies will engage when you ask specific questions—and
also when you ask simply for their response instead of assuming everyone within
the agency is a bad actor.
5. That being said. Point out when an agency’s supposed processes don’t
match up with community experiences. Journalists are naturally suspicious

and it’s a good thing. Sometimes the public doesn’t see what is right in front of
them. Make it unmissable.
6. Ask as many people for help as possible. I wouldn’t be where I am without the
help of several professors and alumni who answered my questions, took my
phone calls, and guided my way.
VI. My favorite parts of earning my degree at Newmark
1. I loved working on MISSING THEM with THE CITY during our Reporting I class. It
was difficult and rewarding work and I think I built a caring relationship with one woman
who lost her dad specifically. During my internship with THE CITY I helped set up a
physical MISSING THEM memorial at Greenwood Cemetery, hung a plaque for Larry
DeVito, sent a photo to Janine, and the whole thing came full circle.
2. My final piece from Reporting I, The Things They Carried, was also awesome to
publish in West Side Spirit. I pulled the thread of hospitals losing patients’ belongings
during the pandemic from a conversation with Janine DeVito, who described her
devastation with blistering specificity—she no longer had her father’s beloved hat. I was
able to follow that thread to several other people who had experienced the same thing
to produce a story I hadn’t seen before. Calling about a dozen NYC hospitals was fun
too.
3. I absolutely loved our Data Reporting class during our second semester. I built a
great relationship with Lylla Younes, who remains a reference and sometimes-mentor
for me to this day, and was able to produce data stories in the disability beat. I never
thought I’d excel in data, but I loved finally learning Excel and Sheets properly and
interviewing data like another source. I continued to use those skills during my third
semester investigative class.
4. My internship with THE CITY’s Civic Newsroom was the culmination of two
semesters of...trying to get an internship with THE CITY. It worked! Through the Civic
Newsroom, I learned new engagement tactics, how to build culturally relevant events
that spoke to each community we served, and maintained a spreadsheet of thousands
of reader responses about what most concerned that about the city’s future. My
co-intern and I pulled threads out of that spreadsheet to determine people were most
concerned about the environment, police reform, and education, and eventually built a
plan for how to continue the Civic Newsroom through the lens of these issues. The
project didn’t get off the ground, but it was an opportunity to build and pitch a project
and test our understanding of what it means to report from a standpoint of equity and
inclusion.

Working in THE CITY’s Special Education Open Newsroom was also a major highlight.
Terry brought me on in January 2021 and I took notes during our virtual events and then
used what I learned to write a learning pods piece with Lauren Constantino and a piece
that was published in Chalkbeat.
5. It’s not drafted yet, but my investigation into the Office for People with Developmental
Disabilities for Andrew Lehren’s class best showcases my reporting and writing skills. I
spent months on this investigation refining my thesis, figuring out how the OPWDD
group home inspection process works, and pouring over documents looking for
discrepancies. Finding the Early Alert List—a list of agencies OPWDD has determined
to be bad actors, but in some cases allows to operate for years while remaining on the
list and supposedly not fixing problems—was my biggest breakthrough. I also read
through dozens of court case dockets to find the most striking examples of abuse and
neglect against disabled people to shape my narrative. Finally, Andy instilled a constant
clip-searching tendency in us, so I was able to angle this piece in a way I hadn’t seen
done before. I’ve always wanted to be an investigative journalist. Andy’s class was a
dream come true. It was such a privilege to work with an editor as precise, legendary,
and gentle as Andy. I learned how to truly follow a document trail, ask hyperspecific
questions, and find incredulous problems hidden in plain sight.
VII. Appendix of Degree Highlights
1. https://jacquineber.medium.com/agency-inclusion-and-empathy-as-power-the-las
t-dispatch-from-my-ma-in-engagement-journalism-ba91abfc071
My final Medium post for my community practicum best showcases my reporting,
writing, and engagement skills. My service reporting and “How to Stand Up for
Yourself in Your Home” are the result of more than a year of reporting and
listening to sources from my community, and using engagement to create
products that will be helpful for all facets of my community. Gathering the Justice
Center’s response to my community’s concerns was a lesson in gently but firmly
working with state agencies. Revisiting sources about a year after I had first
spoken with them to discuss going on the record for the practicum was an
excellent lesson in long-term reporting, trust building, and project fulfillment.
2. https://drive.google.com/file/d/1EDeTctisXOLROpPHgxa3o9Y89RcxTwYE/view?
usp=sharing
I completed my audio slideshow for Reporting II after everything went wrong with
a source and I had to completely pivot my reporting direction. I’m proud of what I
was able to do. The piece centered around how one Upper West Side student,
Thomas Jordan, re-adjusted to in-person learning with his IEP after a year of
being remote. I went to his school and was able to get a lot of great shots of the

3.

4.

5.

6.

school to complete the video, even when Thomas forgot to meet me for his
interview.
https://docs.google.com/document/d/14fH5bmZP2wDaYqv-Bb-fZySGWvxuu_QlI
UONbiLiDaY/edit?usp=sharing
This was my final piece for our second semester Data Skills class. I loved
working with Lylla and Moiz to develop data stories within the disability beat. For
this piece, I used Datawrapper to map the percentage of disabled people
enrolled in Medicaid by New York county, and found that a very small county had
one of the highest percentages of Medicaid enrollees, suggested a potential
problem if they couldn’t get access to important disability resources because of
their remote location. I cleaned a huge dataset from the NYS Department of
Health and worked closely with Lylla to make sure I was incorporating the data
into the story from the get-go.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/NYADD
New York Alliance for Developmental Disabilities has been an essential part of
finding my sources. This group connected me to Loretta McCarty, who connected
me to Cathy, the group home resident I’ve been FaceTiming with for almost a
year; I’ve also met nearly a dozen other family members of people with I/DD
through this group. The group members are vocal about their opinions and seem
to sincerely appreciate the work I’m doing every time I post a callout or my
December 2020 Medium post. They’ve been vital in providing me with feedback
and engagement opportunities—and connections to their loved ones—as I’ve
moved through Newmark. I introduced myself to the group in September 2020
and would check back in every couple months asking a different question or
advertising an event I was hosting, always including my Medium post. I circled
back to many of the group members this semester for my practicum; I have built
sustainable relationships through this group.
https://bbhosted.cuny.edu/webapps/discussionboard/do/message?action=list_me
ssages&course_id=_1992338_1&nav=discussion_board_entry&conf_id=_22774
53_1&forum_id=_2840579_1&message_id=_49655589_1
These are the ethical guidelines I developed for my community in Geanine
Belton’s law and ethics class.
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZLmr6-BEPj8rUa1oF1t_PvVhciEUW7FcLu
0vsLn8I8I/edit
“How to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home” is the community product I created
for my practicum and for Jeremy’s Startup Sprint class. It is an accessible guide
that teaches disabled group home residents how to identify abuse and neglect,
who to call, and how the Justice Center’s investigation process works. It has
been translated into plain language, soon Braille, and could have audio and
visual components in the future. It has undergone pre-publication review with an

attorney. It has been delivered to residents and families however they best
receive information, and partnerships with disability rights community
organizations will allow me to scale my reach in the future. The guide was
informed by the last year and a half of talking to my community.
7. https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZLmr6-BEPj8rUa1oF1t_PvVhciEUW7FcLu
0vsLn8I8I/edit
“How to Stand Up for Yourself in Your Home” also serves as my product for
Startup Sprint. Jeremy’s class helped me think about scalability and the value of
products that solve deep needs, even if they’ll never necessarily make money.













